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Editorial: Decolonising Action Research 
Bronwyn Fredericks and Karen Adams 
This edition of the ALAR Action learning action research journal aims to capture 
some of the current dilemmas, solutions and actions researchers experience in 
the decolonising space. This collection of papers demonstrates that researchers 
are not only undertaking action research with and within Indigenous and non-
Indigenous contexts, but that they are doing so in exciting and dynamic ways 
across a diversity of situations. First we will address some of the literature on 
decolonisation. Then we will explain how this specific edition of the Journal 
came to fruition and aspects of action research. 
 
Decolonisation 
Sherwood, Keech, Keenan and Kelly (2011) assert that ‘decolonisation is a 
process that requires the positioning of oneself in history and the recognition of 
ideas and assumptions that have informed one’s worldview’ (2011, p.194) 
Sherwood (2009) explains that decolonisation requires us: 
to examine the impact of colonizaton has upon their past and present in order to formulate a 
future that does not reinstate the past. To take these steps requires a balance of histories, 
informing our current political and social context, critical reflexive practice and open 
communication with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples (Sherwood 2009, p.24). 
 
The work of Sherwood (2009) and her colleagues (Sherwood et al. 2011) along 
with Battiste (1995); Rigney (1999); Smith (1999); and others assists us all in the 
process of learning and developing a deeper understanding of the relations 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples. Lowman explains that ‘the 
concept and process of decolonization and self-decolonization are critical in 
moving towards new peaceful and just relationships between Settler and 
Indigenous peoples’ (Lowman, 2007). We assert that it is through decolonisation 
and decolonisation that we can come to know ourselves and each more and that 
action research offers a medium for doing this. Decolonisation is not just a 
process for non-Indigenous peoples. It is also a process for Indigenous peoples 
for we too are a product of a colonial history. It is understood that both 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people have been colonised through the global 
colonial project (Henderson ,2000; Smith, 1999). This is regardless of whether we 
are in Australia, Canada, the United States of America, New Zealand, South 
Africa and many other places in the contemporary world.   
 The 2010 World Congress 
This edition came about through the decolonising stream that emerged at the 
World Congress on Action Research and Action Learning, held in Melbourne, 
Australia in September 2010. The work however started many years before this. 
A number of people involved in ALARA had been discussing since at least the 
early 2000’s the need for a stronger focus on Indigenous peoples and action 
research. This led to a congress in 2007 in Adelaide with an Indigenous stream 
(see Kim O’Donnell and Janet Kelly’s paper in this edition). In 2009 we (Bronwyn 
Fredericks and Karen Adams) were approached by Bill Genat (from ALARA) to 
assist in the development of a praxis stream in relation to Indigenous peoples. 
We decided upon the theme of decolonisation and action research as many 
action researchers refer to the term decolonisation as part of their methods and 
processes. We thought that the praxis stream would allow action research 
practitioners to come together to discuss what this meant and present the work 
they had been doing in this area. To encourage Indigenous people to attend we 
put the call for Congress abstracts out through many networks and ALARA 
supported several scholarships to cover costs of travel and accommodation. The 
scholarships enabled a number of people to attend including, Elder Uncle Ross 
Watson and Pamela Croft also called Pamela Croft Warcon. We benefited from 
having these two people at the Congress in terms of their experience, stories and 
wisdom. 
 
The Decolonisation and Action Research Stream witnessed fifteen presentations 
and two workshops over the four days. The presentations came from many 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples drawn from Australia, Canada, 
Philippines, Mexico, Papua New Guinea and New Zealand. Notably there was a 
broad number and mix of Indigenous peoples who attended the Congress. 
Presentations covered an array of disciplines and fields of research but all 
endeavoured to centre on decolonising practice and decolonising spaces of 
research. Topics such as the murky boundaries of insiders and outsiders, benefits 
for both colonisers and colonised, seeming blindness to Indigenous knowledges 
and the importance of careful listening were but a few of the discussions held.  
 
The first day involved a number of presentations from a broad range of topics 
and countries. On the second day Professor Linda Tuhiwai Smith gave an 
entertaining and insightful keynote address. She weaved her story 
demonstrating practitioner skill development over many years and shared 
knowledge gained from her action research practice (Smith 1999). This was 
followed by more presentations and an experiential workshop on unspoken 
cultural rules. On the third day people were bussed to the Koorie Heritage Trust, 
a not-for-profit Aboriginal community controlled organisation that aims to 
protect, preserve and promote the living cultures of Aboriginal people of south-
eastern Australia. There were more thought provoking presentations and a 
second experiential workshop in diversity and role play that involved tea sets 
and a lot of imagination. There were some main themes that emerged across the 
three days that included: the researcher’s role; partnership development; and 
methodologies. A number of papers and workshops raised much discussion and 
debate about methods and processes for conducting this type of research.  
 
We are appreciative of the invitation from the Action Learning Action Research 
Association for a Stream at the Congress and then a specific edition of the 
Journal. It is important that Indigenous peoples be given space and opportunities 
to speak and engage within research forums such as the World Congress on 
Action Learning Action Research and other forums, symposiums and conference 
along with contributing to journals. Particularly as action research is often 
recommended for use with Indigenous peoples. We must be provided with 
opportunities for intellectual dialogue with others, within academic contexts. 
These spaces and opportunities need to be provided by non-Indigenous people 
that control access. These engagement opportunities ensure that Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous people connect with the dialogues that we are having with one 
another – regionally, nationally and internationally about Indigenous peoples 
and research. In addition, in not engaging with us, non-Indigenous people risk 
learning about Indigenous people and our issues, our history, our worldviews 
and our different knowledges only from and through the eyes of other non-
Indigenous people. In this, non-Indigenous people risk only ever knowing 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people from the position of being studied 
as objects and being written about as objects. This doesn’t work does not allow 
for the process of decolonisation and self-colonisation. 
 
The Action Research Action Learning Journal 
Following the momentum of the World Congress it was suggested that the theme 
of decolonisation be carried through to a future edition of the ALAR Action 
research action learning journal. This ‘decolonisng action research’ collection of 
papers is that edition and we were invited to be guest editors. We worked with 
Susan Goff (Journal Chief Editor) in the journey drawing on her expertise and 
skills and to ensure that this edition of the ALAR Action learning action research 
journal process and formats was consistent with other editions. As the invited 
Guest Editors for the Journal we issued a ‘Call for Papers’ in October 2010. We 
invited people to submit papers for peer review, essays, poems and other 
mediums to showcase their action research practice. Since the call for papers we 
have worked with reviewers and authors to develop and finalise the papers that 
appear in this collection. Consistent with the ALAR journal processes we wanted 
to encourage authors to strengthen their work in ways that would enhance the 
decolonising action research understandings of others. We wanted the process to 
be developmental in nature and believe we achieved this through the process we 
undertook.  
 
We opted not to seek papers that would explain the multiple meanings of what 
decolonising meant, but rather sought papers that would focus on showing and 
demonstrating this through the sharing of practice and examples. Authors have 
drawn on various authors in order to explain their practice for example works by 
Battiste (1995); Henderson (2000); Rigney (1999); Smith (1999); and numerous 
others. Throughout the papers multiple forms of partnership building, methods 
and reflection on practice are described and demonstrated. The papers draw on 
existing understandings and knowledge and then apply it to their research 
contexts. A small number of papers were published in the hard copy edition of 
this Journal. We were fortunate that the other papers submitted to this edition 
(along with the papers from the hard copy edition) are in this, the first electronic 
version of the ALAR Action learning action research journal. This has allowed a 
wider breadth of information sharing from a number of practitioners. 
 
The Editorial Panel for this collection (listed alphabetically) were: Karen Adams; 
Paul Aylward; Maya Cordeiro; Phil Crane; Susan Goff; Shannon Faulkhead; 
Bronwyn Fredericks; Mat Jakobi; Janet Kelly; June Lennie; Janet McIntyre; 
Marion Naidoo; Amoy Ong; Adreanne Ormond; Rirepti Reedy; Shankar 
Sankaran; Jill Sanguinetti; Malia Vellias; Fernando Wagner; Jack Whitehead; 
Michael Wright; Margaret O’Connell and Janette Young. We acknowledge all of 
these individuals and their specific knowledges, skills and abilities they brought 
to the peer reviewing and editorial process. We additionally acknowledge Susan 
Goff for her hours of work spent on this the collection and for her transparency 
and flexibility which made development of this edition an exciting and 
pleasurable experience. We would particularly like to mention, that as the Guest 
Editors, we wanted the Editorial Panel not to alter the context or content of the 
writing or the spirit contained within the essence of the pieces. We thank them 
for this and for recognising the power within the words and the power of the 
collection as a whole.  
 
We were gifted an artwork by Pamela Croft specifically for this edition. The 
artwork (Figure 1.) named Fish Fish Come into the Dish was developed in 1991 as 
is a mixed medium piece, made from ceramic, found objects (natural and man-
made) and ochres, oils, and glaze.  
  
 
 
Figure 1. Fish Fish Come into the Dish, Pamela Croft, 1991. 
Pamela’s work offers an expressive way to understand decolonisation and action 
research practice through offering a piece which depicts old and new; layers of 
different things; the practical and the groundedness (which we think you need to 
work in this area); firm and delicate materials (let’s face it, sometimes when we 
are working people we need to be firm at times and delicate at time in terms of 
our and other people’s emotions, wellbeing and position on issues all while 
trying to maintain a good working relationship); the waves and the dots indicate 
movement and change, flow and notions of flexibility; it is transforming in that 
all that is here is used in a different new way and shows ways of movement; and 
the fish skeleton to us indicates both loss and sustenance. We know we need to 
acknowledge loss when we transform and we know that processes and people 
within action research practice can be a sustaining force in our work. Pamela 
weaves for us notions of deconstruction and reconstruction within her artwork 
and through some of her writings (See Croft 2003). We thank Pamela for her gift 
to this edition.  
Our Research Reflections  
We want to take the opportunity to reflect on research, action research and 
decolonisation practice and in our involvement with the World Congress on 
Action Research Action Learning and this edition of the ALAR Action learning 
action  research  journal. We acknowledge that at times action research can be 
challenging and that action research practitioners may experience difficult 
situations working with both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. Through 
our individual and collective experiences we have witnessed that sometimes 
people become extremely stressed and concerned whether they are working well 
with Indigenous people or whether they aren’t. We have also witnessed some 
non-Indigenous people get so caught up in whether they are doing the ‘right 
thing’ that it makes them less effective than they could be. Depending also on 
their level of expressed self-reflection on whether they are doing the ‘right thing’ 
or not, non-Indigenous people may appear to be overly self-indulgent and driven 
by self-interests, rather than the interests of the Indigenous participants and the 
tasks at hand. They are seen to be problematic as is the situation with community 
members caught between continuing in the action research process to get a 
desired outcome, product or program or withdrawing which may result in the 
community ‘missing out’ on the outcome, product or program. We know critical 
reflexivity is very important as is self-awareness in action research, they are also 
important in decolonisation and self-decolonisation processes. However, we all 
need to be careful of being so critically reflective and so self-aware that it works 
to disable us from being as effective as we can be in the processes we are trying 
to undertake. Equally, we have witnessed some Indigenous people within an 
action research process assume they know what other Indigenous people want 
and think and assert from these assumptions. Advisory committees often include 
Indigenous people who are not the participants in research. These people’s roles 
need to be clearly and transparently understood as they have a different role to 
the research participants. It is instances such as these where one needs to 
consider what is meant by participation in action research. These behaviours and 
numerous others can act to further disempower Indigenous participants through 
the participatory action research process. They maintain the status quo and re-
instate the existing relationships instead of working to transform positions of 
power and contexts.   
 
We want to speak to the notion of ‘best intentions’ which at times enters into the 
discussions between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples and action 
research. We sometimes struggle with non-Indigenous people who want to work 
with us and are seen by both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people as having 
the ‘best intentions’. We need to be aware that sometimes there are people who 
although well intentioned, still work in ways that act against Indigenous voices 
about our being, our knowledge, our culture and our land, and show no concern 
for our rights or empowerment. They work against us in ways that insulate 
themselves in order to protect their privileges (Moreton-Robinson 2000; Smith 
1999). There are times when the non-Indigenous people who participate in this 
process are positioned as the ‘good white people’ (Lampert 2003, 24) who are 
only trying to help and provide rescue. The dissenting Indigenous people are 
then sometimes positioned as ‘bad’ Aboriginal people and even as ‘ungrateful’ 
Aboriginal people (Fredericks 2009). Aboriginal people who will align with and 
feel comfortable with these types of reliant and compliant relationships can be 
considered preferred partners.  At this point we need to be clear that sometimes 
statements of ‘goodwill’ and ‘benevolence’ assist in masking power differentials 
(Riggs 2004) and deny the truth of Indigenous dispossession and non-Indigenous 
privilege, power and hierarchy (Moreton-Robinson 2007; Smith 1999). When 
non-Indigenous people maintain positions of ‘benevolence’ and ‘goodwill’ as 
researchers, they also maintain the power differentials which keep us in ‘our 
place’ and maintain their privileged dominant positioning within the hierarchy 
(Fredericks 2009; Moreton-Robinson 2007). This includes hierarchies found 
within society, research and universities and the Settler-Indigenous relationship. 
Decolonisation allows us to open up communication in heartfelt and meaningful 
ways, to focus on our current political and social contexts, and to engage in 
critical reflexive practice of and between ourselves.  
 
In looking at action research and decolonising practice the above described 
behaviours surely need to be addressed. Consideration also needs to be given to 
the practices of how Indigenous people are engaged in research activities such as 
grant writing, research project development and publication addressed. For 
example, sometimes, Indigenous people might be invited to be part of the 
advisory committee for a project, or be asked to give input into a project’s 
development as a ‘targeted resource’ (Gareau 2003, 197),cultural adviser or 
community broker rather than as co-investigators. We want people to think 
about how they engage with Indigenous people in commencing and developing 
research projects. Similarly, Indigenous people might be asked to write support 
letters for research grants when in fact they should be asked to be co-
investigators or active partners rather than passive recipients in the research 
project. At the time of writing this editorial, Bronwyn was invited to be on an 
Advisory Committee for an Indigenous specific health project in Queensland 
worth approximately $400,000. All the Chief Investigators and Associate 
Investigators named on the recent project documents are all non-Indigenous 
people. The group has employed Indigenous people as the project workers to 
provide support and coordination with training within Indigenous communities, 
along with interviews and other activities. In this regard, Aboriginal people are 
positioned in a service relationship to the non-Indigenous people for the 
purposes of the project despite the project focusing on Indigenous health issues. 
In the past Aboriginal people were required to service non-Indigenous people in 
colonial history (Huggins 1989; Rintoul 1993). As Moreton-Robinson (2008, 86) 
explains, placing us in such a service relationship also positions our 
Aboriginality ‘as an epistemological possession to service what it is not’ and to 
‘obscure the more complex way that white possession functions socio-
discursively through subjectivity and knowledge production’. In these 
relationships, there is often little recognition of what is being shared, offered, 
given or asked for, and little the true recognition of our skills and abilities. In 
this, there is a reproduction of the Settler-Indigenous relationship. There is no 
power sharing and equity, and there certainly is no capacity for decolonising or 
self-decolonisation processes. In regards to the example offered and others, 
Indigenous people then struggle to gain a sense of power and control about 
something that is Indigenous, while trying not to be seen as ‘ungrateful’, 
‘unworthy’ and ‘bad and angry Indigenous people’ and risk the investigators 
seeking out Indigenous people who will support them or align with these types 
of relationships. It is very difficult.  
We are extremely grateful of the opportunity to be the guest editors for this 
edition of the Journal. ALARA in asking us to be the guest editors have opened 
up an opportunity for us to contribute to a journal in a meaningful and engaging 
way. We are not nor are any of the other Indigenous authors positioned in the 
position of informants, to service non-Indigenous people and help them become 
or remain in the position of the knowers. The knowing in this context is shared 
within the process. We individually and collectively are all offered a role of 
subjective voice of scholarly critique. In ALARA making the offer for us to be 
involved in this edition and also future editions, it is working on addressing 
power inequities. It has opened up the space for Indigenous peoples to feel that 
they ‘really’ can contribute to the Journal and that their work will be respected 
and regarded with the other work submitted. ALARA has offered an 
opportunity for Indigenous people to speak with an Indigenous voice through 
the works and to offer critique from an Indigenous worldview. In this, the 
Indigenous contributions add to the non-Indigenous contributions in a dance 
floor of dialogue with each other. It has resulted in a rich and valuable edition of 
the Journal and demonstrates that we can work together in ways in which we 
unlearn old behaviours, and work towards self-reflection, self-awareness and 
personal and collective engagement. 
 
Conclusion                                                                                                   
Sometimes it is easy to think it would be ‘nice’ and ‘lovely’ for Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous people to all ‘get along’ and to ‘work together’. But if Settler-
Indigenous relations are not considered and challenged and instead are re-
instated through the warm and fuzzy engagement, then Indigenous peoples are 
still being marginalised, denigrated and exploited. Non-Indigenous people are 
also disadvantaged in this process taking on dysfunctional positions that 
inevitably lead to difficult situations.  In this way the on-going oppression, 
systemic marginalisation and institutional privilege continues to subjugate 
Indigenous peoples. We as Indigenous peoples need more than ‘good intentions’, 
‘best intentions’, ‘benevolence’ and ‘goodwill’ (Riggs 2004). It is the responsibility 
of non-Indigenous people to investigate their own subjectivities and their own 
societal, political and cultural positioning in order to fully engage with 
Indigenous people (MacIntosh 1998; Nicoll 2004a; 2004b). It is also the 
responsibility of Indigenous people to do their work too in looking how we too 
are a product of the colonial project (Rigney 1999; Sherwood 2009; Sherwood 
et.al 2011; Smith 1999). Failure to do so, will maintain the countervailing voices 
of power and privilege between Settler-Indigenous peoples. 
 
This edition of the ALAR Action research action learning journal aims to capture 
some of the current dilemmas and solutions actions researchers experience in the 
decolonising space. This collection of papers demonstrates that researchers are 
not only undertaking action research with and within Indigenous and non-
Indigenous contexts, but that they are doing so in exciting and dynamic ways 
across a diversity of situations. We think that the papers highlight and showcase 
how Indigenous and non-Indigenous individuals and groups undertake this 
process through their action research practice. We encourage readers to think 
about how the learnings from this special edition can be translated into action 
research practice. 
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